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THE  ENIGMA  OF  PROVIDENCE 
"...  he  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the  evil 
and  on  the  good,,  and  sends  rain  on  the 
just  and  on  the  unjust . " 

Matthew  5° k^h 


In  every  generation  there  are  those  who  attest 
their  amateur  standing  as  theologians  by  insisting 
that  the  world  needs  nothing  more  than  a  return  to 
the  simple  Sermon  on  the  Mount,   It  is  the  word  "sim- 
ple" that  one  protest s.  True5  this  body  of  teaching 
can  be  characterized  by  vivid  imagery.,  directness  and 
plain  speech.  But  let  us  not  be  deceived*  This  ser- 
mon plunges  us  into  some  of  the  most  profoundly  dis= 
turbing  questions  that  life  can  raise. 

Take  the  words  that  will  occupy  us  today:   "He 
(God)  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the  evil  and  on  the  good^ 
and  sends  rain  on  the  just  and  on  the  unjust."  (Mat.  5: 
45b)  Have  you  ever  stood  up  to  that?  Felt  its  force? 
Questioned  its  premises?  Or  argued  with  its  implica- 
tions? And  to  think  that  Jesus  tossed  it  out  as  an 
aside  on  his  way  to  something  else .  The  main  topic  on 
that  occasion  was  love  for  one's  enemies .  Ordinary 
ground  rules  dictated  that  one  should  love  his.  neigh- 
bor and  hate  his  enemy*  But  Jesus  called  his  disciples 
to  higher  ground  than  that.   "Love  your  enemies  and 
pray  for  those  that  persecute  you^  that  you  may  resem- 
ble your  father  in  heaven  for^4*  and  here  are  those 
words  again^  "He  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the  evil  and  on 
the  good.,  and  sends  rain  on  the  just  and  on  the  unjust . ' 

^g,  %.     ^     ty.     3£ 

Jesus  asserts  two  convictions  here.  Firsts  that 
the  universe  is  essentially  moral.  Jesus  was  no  natu- 
ralist^ reducing  life  to  mere  physical  or  biological 
terms.   He  was  no  idealist.,  resolutely  blinding  him- 
self to  the  facts  of  evil  and  injustice*  The  terms 
good  and  evil^  just  and  unjust^  are  only  possible  if 


one  sees  the  universe  as  moral.  Jesus  uses  this  kind 
of  language  in  other  places.   "If  you  then,  who  are 
evil,  know  how  to  give  good  gifts  to  your  children, 
..."  (Mat  7:11a)   "An  evil  and  adulterous  generation 
seeks  for  a  sign,  ..."  (Mat  12:39a)  In  the  prayer 
that  teaches  to  pray,  he  instructs  us  to  ask  for  de- 
liverance from  evil.   The  universe  is  moral.   Good  and 
evil,  justice  and  injustice  are  valid  categories.  They 
belong  to  the  mix  of  life. 

But  Jesus  also  affirms  his  belief  that  God  active- 
ly sustains  man's  life.   "He  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the 
evil  and  on  the  good,  and  sends  rain  on  the  just  and 
on  the  unjust."  God  not  only  creates,  he  governs  and 
provides.  Our  tendency  as  Christians  is  to  want  to  get 
God  out  of  this  direct  participation.  We  are  more  com- 
fortable to  have  him  "once  removed"  from  the  scene.  We 
prefer  to  speak  about  "the  laws  of  nature, "  and  take 
refuge  in  such  terms  as  "the  weather  man"  or  "mother 
earth."  It's  always  a  little  easier  on  faith  to  in- 
voke secondary  causes  and  place  them  between  ourselves 
and  God. 

But  this  we  are  not  allowed  to  do  on  the  strength 
of  Jesus'  words.  God  sustains  our  life.  The  reference 
to  sun  and  rain  in  this  verse  stands  for  all  that  is 
necessary  to  man's  life  -  the  air  we  breathe,  the 
ground  we  tread.  Why  even  the  very  hairs  of  our  heads 
are  numbered  and  not  a  sparrow  falls  without  his  know- 
ledge. God  provides.  In  Reformed  theology,  this  is 
understood  as  "Ordinary  Grace."  It  is  here  that  the 
enigma  of  providence  is  born.  We  live  in  a  moral  uni- 
verse where  there  is  good  and  evil.  Yet,  God  sends  the 
rain  and  the  sun.  If  we  could  remove  God  there  would  be 
no  problem  -  if  we  could  simply  say  "it  shines"  or  "it 
rains"  or  "it  happens."  But  God  is  in  the  picture, 
and  there ' s  the  rub  I 

Let's  face  it,  we'd  like  it  better  if  God  were 
more  discriminating  -  honoring  the  good  in  life 
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and  putting  down  the  evil,,  It  would  be  a  boon  to 
faith,  or  so  we  think,  if  there  were  a  more  discern- 
able  connection  between  a  man's  character  and  his  cir- 
cumstance So   If  only  evil  were  spotted  when  and  where 
it  happened  and  judged  pronto  I     No  nonsense  about  it. 
We'd  like  this  better.  But  life  doesn't  come  to  us 
like  that.  Jesus  dies  at  the  age  of  thirty-three  and 
Pilate  goes  on  to  a  ripe  old  age.  All  hoodlums  do  not 
die  young,  nor  do  all  saints  live  to  comb  gray  hair 
together.  The  heavens  can  rain  out  a  Church  School 
picnic  as  well  as  a  lawn  party  of  the  Mafia*  Grain 
grows  just  as  well  in  the  apartheid  soil  of  South 
Africa  as  it  does  in  the  freedom-loving  cantons  of 
Switzerland.  Lightning  can  strike  a  church  as  well 
as  a  brothal.  The  divine  patience  exasperates  us  here  I 
Why  is  not  God  more  careful  and  more  discriminating  in 
his  providence?  It  would  seem  as  though  he  sustains 
with  equal  attention  the  just  and  the  unjust,,  the  evil 
and  the  good.  He  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the  evil  and 
the  good,  fill  it  in,  fill  it  out  any  way  ^ou  like j  on 
the  Vietcong  and  the  South  Vietnamese;  on  the  hawks 
and  on  the  doves;  on  the  Communists  and  the  anti<= 
Communist sj  on  the  Klu  Klux  KLan  and  on  the  Black 
Panthers j  on  the  Arabs  and  on  the  Jews;  on  Ulster  and 
the  Irish  Republic;  and  on  me  and  whoever  I  imagine  my 
enemy  to  be.  This  is  the  maddening  thing  about  it. 
And  when  in  gross  indignation  I  shake  my  fist  toward 
the  sky,  the  answer  comes  back  sternly  "May  I  not  do 
what  I  like  with  what  belongs  to  me?  Must  you  be 
jealous  because  I  am  generous?"  (Mat  20^15) 

At  those  times  when  we  are  particularly  infatuated 
with  our  own  righteousness,  we  feel  entitled  to  a  lit- 
tle more  from  God  than  what  all  men  get.  When  a  man 
begins  to  log  some  "moral  overtime"  he  expects  a  bless- 
ing and  a  half.  We  are  hampered  here  by  our  inability 
to  know  what  is  blessing  and  what  is  curse.   Several 
comedians  of  late  have  been  opening  their  routine  by 
saying  "I  have  good  news  for  you  and  I  have  bad  news 
for  you."  Every  man  we  meet  has  good  news  for  us  and 
bad  news  for  us,  and  it  is  hard  for  him  or  us  to  know 
which  is  which.  Providence  is  so  ambiguous. 


A  man  meets  a  friend  and  says  "I  won  a  thousand 
dollars  in  a  contest."  The  ifriend  replies,  "That's 
good."  "No,  I  spent  it  on  a  skiing  trip  to  Switzerland 
and  broke  a  leg."  "That's  bad."   "No,  while  in  the 
hospital  I  fell  in  love  with  an  attractive  nurse  and 
married  her . "   "That ' s  good. " 

"No,  it  turned  out  she  didn't  like  the  United 
States  and  insisted  that  we  had  to  live  in  Europe." 
"That's  bad." 

"No,  we  set  up  a  home  in  Paris  and  I  got  a  job 
with  an  export  firm."   "That's  good." 

"No,  the  firm  went  bankrupt  and  we  were  soon  re- 
duced to  poverty."  "That's  bade" 

"No,  under  these  straitened  circumstances  I  ex- 
amined my  goals  and  values  and  discovered  I  was  living 
for  the  wrong  things."  "That's  good." 

"No,  my  wife  didn't  share  these  views  with  me  and 
we  grew  further  and  further  apart."   "That's  bad." 

"No,  in  our  marital  troubles  we  turned  to  an  able 
counselor  who  led  us  to  discover  the  power  of  the  love 
of  God."   "That's  good." 

"No,  the  re -centering  of  our  home  on  God  caused 
us  to  lose  most  of  our  friends  in  Paris  and  led  to  a 
rift  between  her  parents  and  ourselves."  "That's  bad'" 
That ?  s  good I     That ' s  bad  1  And  so  it  goe  s . 

But  even  could  we  know  what  is  good  and  what  is 
bad,  the  righteous  do  not  receive  more  in  the  way  of 
Ordinary  Grace  than  the  unrighteous .   "For  he  makes  his 
sun  rise  on  the  evil  and  the  good,  and  sends  rain  on 
the  just  and  on  the  unjust . " 


There  is  wisdom  to  be  garnered  from  this  text. 
Here  is  warning  that  we  ought  to  be  very  slow  about 
interpreting  providence,  either  our  own  or  someone 
else's.  An  American  preacher  of  another  day  who  had 
the  engaging  name  of  J.  Spar hawk  Jones  once  noted  that 
"The  fact  that  a  person  is  actually  suffering  under  an 
evil  infliction  or  an  untoward  accident  is  not  of  it- 
self conclusive  that  it  is  penal.  And,  conversely, 
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the  fact  that  one  is  fat  and  flourishing,  plethoric 
and  prosperous,  does  not  irrefutably  prove  that  he  is 
a  favorite  son  of  heaven »   It  is  impossible  to  judge 
from  outward  indications  at  present."  i 

We  should  pay  more  attention  to  those  words  from 
St.  Luke's  Gospel  that  we  heard  in  the  reading  of  to- 
day's Scripture  (Lk  13sl-5)»  Pilate  had  evidently 
purged  some  Jews  while  they  were  engaged  in  the  worship 
of  Godo  Those  who  were  not  slain  assumed  themselves 
more  righteous  than  those  who  died.  A  tower  in  Siloam 
fell  and  killed  eighteen  people „  The  survivors  imagined 
themselves  morally  superior  to  those  who  had  been  trag- 
ically snuffed  out.  Jesus  put  such  vain  readings  of 
providence  to  rout  in  language  exceedingly  blunt  and 
direct?   "Do  you  think  that  they  were  worse  offenders 
than  all  the  others  who  dwelt  in  Jerusalem?  I  tell 
you,,  no |  but  unless  you  repent  you  will  all  likewise 
perish."  (Lk  13^=5) 

This  is  true  of  our  understanding  of  American  his- 
tory.  Sometime  ago  I  read  an  article  entitled  "Why  Is 
America  Blessed?"  The  author  suggested  that  we  had 
prospered  not  because  we  were  innately  superior  or  be- 
cause in  some  strange  way  we  were  the  darlings  of  des- 
tiny. The  core  reasons  centered  on  matters  of  longi- 
tude and  latitude,  good  climate,  fertile  soil,  mineral 
wealth  and  the  will  to  use  them  well. 

When  it  comes  to  understanding  providence  whether 
our  own,  someone  else's  or  the  nation's  we  must  develop 
a  tolerance  for  ambiguity.   Israel  is  the  chosen  people, 
but  Assyria  is  used  to  chasten.!  Israel.  There  were  long 
periods  in  Hebrew  history  when  the  chosen  people  seem- 
ingly were  going  down  and  her  enemies  were  going  up. 
We  all  recoil  from  Leo  Durocher's  dictum,  "Nice  guys 
finish  last."  But  is  there  anyone  in  the  house  who 
wants  to  come  forward  to  defend  the  thesis  that  "Nice 
guys  finish  first?"   There  is  no  infallible,  clearly 
visible  correlation  between  character  and  circumstance 
-  period.  Why?  Because  "He  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the 
evil  and  on  the  good,  and  sends  rain  on  the  just  and 
on  the  unjust . " 


There's  warning  here  that  we  ought  not  to  presume 
on  the  patience  of  God.   God  is  not  morally  neutral. 
The  reason  why  he  does  not  move  in  to  judge  with  great- 
er dispatch  is  traceable  not  to  weakness  but  to  loving- 
kindness.   "He  is  not  willing  that  any  should  perish, 
but  that  all  should  come  to  repentance . "  ( II  Peter  3  * 
9b)  This  is  why  the  Psalmist  could  say  in  truth,  "He 
hath  not  dealt  with  us  after  our  sins,  nor  rewarded 
us  according  to  our  iniquities."  (Ps  103:10)  This  is 
not  lassitude  with  God.   He  is  still  in  control. 
"Though  :  the  wrong  seem  oft  so  strong,  God  is  the  ruler 
yet."  His  face  is  consistently  set  against  unrighteous- 
ness. As  a  friend  of  mine  wisely  noted,  "We  can't  keep 
on  going  to  hell  without  eventually  getting  there . " 
God  may  delay  but  God  will  not  default.   Pay  day- some- 
day. We  all  have  a  rendezvous  with  judgment.   "Be  not 
deceived;  God  is  not  mocked,  for  whatever  a  man  sows, 
that  will  he  also  reap."  (Gal  6:7) 

But  there  is  encouragement  here  too.  Encourage- 
ment for  those  who  sometimes  wonder  whether  a  life  laid 
down  in  Christian  service  is  not  totally  overlooked  by 
God.  Love's  labor  is  never  lost.  This  is  why  St.  Paul 
in  another  place  said,  "Let  us  not  grow  weary  in  well- 
doing for  in  due  season  we  shall  reap  if  we  do  not  lose 
heart."  (Gal  6:9) 

A  moving  story  recounts  the  return  of  H.  C. 
Morrison  to  this  country  following  a  lifetime  of  mis- 
sionary service  in  China.   It  so  happened  that  he  re- 
turned to  the  United  States  on  the  same  ship  that  car- 
ried Teddy  Roosevelt.  The  President  was  coming  back 
from  a  rambling  safari  in  Africa .  As  the  ship  passed 
off  Sandy  Hook  and  came  in  towards  New  York  Harbor 
there  were  signs  of  life  and  noise  and  welcome.  Barges 
had  been  floated  out  bearing  bands.   Flags  and  banners 
and  streamers  were  everywhere  in  sight.   Fire  fighting 
boats  were  spraying  their  welcome  toward  the  sky. 
Morrison  confessed  that  the  recognition  that  all  of 
this  was  for  a  president  returning  from  a  holiday 
caused  him  to  fall  into  the  grip  of  self-pity.   He  re- 
membered what  he  had  tried  to  do  in  China,  and  how  lit- 
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tie  anyone  cared .  As  he  folded  his  hands  and  leaned 
on  the  deck  rail  feeling  sorry  for  himself,  a  voice 
came  to  him  like  the  sound  of  many  waters  and  said 
"But  you  are  not  home  yet  I"   "They  have  their  reward . " 
(Mt  6.2)   "He  makes  his  sun  rise  on  the  evil  and  on 
the  good,  and  sends  rain  on  the  just  and  on  the  unjust.' 

•M1   4f   #   #   ■M" 

How  do  we  know  that  there  is  any  discrimination 
at  all  within  God  concerning  good  and  evil?  How  can 
we  be  sure  that  ambiguity  is  not  the  beginning  and  the 
end  as  well  as  the  middle  of  things?  Speaking  again 
within  the  categories  of  Reformed  theology,  we  look 
for  our  lead  into  the  character  of  God.,  not  in  Ordinary 
Grace  but  in  Saving  Grace  which  is  perceived  by  faith. 
Notice  the  distinction  that  Martin  Luther  made  between 
God ?  s  strange  work  and  God ' s  real  work .  God ' s  strange 
work  is  what  we  see  when  we  look  at  him  from  the  point 
of  view  of  the  world  itself.  But  God's  real  work  is 
what  he  is  achieving  in  his  son  Jesus  Christ.   It  is 
most  prominently  so  that  on  the  cross  where  this  Christ 
was  crucified  and  on  Easter  morning  when  God  raised 
him  from  the  dead,,  we  have  the  master^clue  to  what  the 
heart  of  God  is  like. 

William  Jennings  Bryan  said,  "Not  until  a  man 
sees  that  his  life  is  part  of  the  divine  plan  is  he 
prepared  to  understand  his  life  at  all."  It  is  the 
Christian  claim  that  this  divine  plan  began  with  the 
call  of  Abraham,  continued  through  prophetic  voices 
of  the  Old  Testament  and  reached  its  culmination  in 
the  son,  Jesus  Christ.  The  Kingdom  of  God  is  the 
framework  within  which  this  plan  reaches  us.  We  enter 
that  kingdom  by  an  act  of  repentance  and  faith.  We 
dare  to  believe,  despite  the  ambiguities  of  providence, 
that  it  belongs  to  the  final  vision  of  history  that 
the  will  of  God  shall  be  "done  on  earth  even  as  it  is 
in  heaven."  (Mat  6s 10b)  To  this  we  look.  For  this  we 
pray.  Toward  this  we  work.  But  in  the  meantime,  "He 
makes  his  sun  rise  on  the  evil  and  on  the  good,  and 
sends  rain  on  the  just  and  on  the  unjust . "  Someday 
He f 11  make  it  plain . 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Grant  us,  0  Lord,  such  confidence 

in  Thy  rule  -  that  we  may 
neither  cringe  before  the  power 

of  evil, 
Nor  assume  that  by  our  affluence 

we  must  be  on  Thy  side . 
Keep  us  faithful  -  until  the 
shadows  lift  and  Thy 
ways  are  plain. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord, 

Amen, 


FOOTNOTES: 

lo  Jones,  Spar hawk  J.,  The  Invisible  Things  and 
Other  Sermons s   p.  198,  Longmans,  Green  &  Co., 
New  York,  1907 
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